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Schmollers Jahrbuch 122 (2002), 319-326 
Duncker & Humblot, Berlin 

The 'Service Sector Business Survey' (SSBS) 
collected by the Centre for European Economic Research 

and Creditreform 

By Ulrich Kaiser* 

1. Introduction 

The statistical recording of business-related services is still somewhat in-
versely related to their overall economic importance and their marked eco-
nomic growth in recent years (Janz and Licht 1999). Although the data si-
tuation will improve within the next few years, since the provision of a ser-
vice sector statistic became law in fall 2000, up-to-date information on the 
current state of the economic development in the business-related services 
sector will remain scarce. The 'Service Sector Business Survey' (SSBS) was 
originally developed in order to provide economic policy and supply the 
media with recent information on the economic development in the busi-
ness-related services sector. Recently, the SSBS has also been used to study 
structural changes in the business-related services sector from an economic 
research perspective. 

The SSBS is collected by the Centre for European Economic Research 
(Zentrum für Europäische Wirtschaftsforschung, ZEW) in cooperation with 
Germany's largest credit rating agency, Creditreform, since the second quar-
ter of 1994.1 It is constructed as a panel data set. Roughly 1,000 firms take 
part in the quarterly survey. It is well established in the media and empirical 
researchers have recently become more interested in working with the col-
lected data. 

The SSBS and the Mannheim Innovation Panel in the Service Sector 
(MIP-S), thoroughly described by Janz et al. (2001), are often assumed to be 
similar or even identical data sets. They are, however, not related to one an-
other. In fact, the only similarity between both surveys is that they are con-

* I am indebted to the German Science Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft, DFG) for partially funding this paper within the 'Industrial Economics and 
Input Markets' program under grants PF331/1-1,1-2,1-3 and PO 375/3-1,3-2,3-3. 

1 To call up further information on these institutions, refer to the Internet at http:// 
www.zew.de and http://www.creditreform.de respectively. 
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320 Ulrich Kaiser 

cerned with the German service sector. There also is no overlap in the firms 
included in the samples. 

This paper refers to the survey methodology in Section 2, describes the in-
formation being collected in Section 3 and summarizes recent research on 
the basis of the SSBS data in Section 4. The final section informs about data 
availability 

Table 1 
Sectors included in the SSBS and their industrial classification code 

Sector NACE-Rev. I code 

Computers and related activities 72100,72201-02,72301-04, 
72601-02, 72400 

Accounting & book-keeping, tax consultancy 74123,74127,74121-22 

Management Consultancy 74131-32 ,74141-42 

Architectural activities 74201-04 

Engineering activities 74205-09 ,74301-04 

Advertising 74844,74401-02 

Renting of automobiles & transport equipment 71100,71210 

Renting of other machinery & equipment 45500,71320,71330 

Cargo handling and storage 63121,63403,63401 

Sewage & refuse disposal 90001-90007 

2. Survey Methodology 

Since no broadly accepted definition of 'business-related services' exists, 
ZEW and Creditreform define them by enumeration, following a convention 
of Miles (1993). Table 1 lists the sectors included in the SSBS along with 
their industrial classification code. 

ZEW and Creditreform send out a single page questionnaire every three 
months to about 4,000 firms belonging to the ten sectors listed in Table 1. 
The survey is a stratified random sample, stratified with respect to the ten 
sectors, five size classes (two for East and three for West Germany), as well 
as with respect to regional affiliation (East/West Germany). The stratified 
target population thus consists of 50 cells. 

A sample refreshment takes place on an annual basis. Firms which have 
not taken part in the survey more than six times in a row are removed from 
the panel. One marked sample size enlargement took place in the second 
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quarter of 1997, where it was increased from 2,000 to 4,500 firms, since the 
realized sample size had been constantly decreasing since the second quar-
ter of 1995. First survey results of the pilot study and a description of the 
original sample survey can be found in Saebetzki (1994). Current survey re-
sults are released in the media and in ZEW publications.2 

The ZEW/Creditreform business survey starts three weeks prior to the 
end of a quarter. Questionnaires and a personal letter to the prospective sur-
vey respondent are sent out by mail. The questionnaires are mostly returned 
to the ZEW by fax. After two weeks, those firms which have not replied are 
sent a reminder. Altogether, the response rate amounts to about 30 percent. 
As a thank you for filling out the questionnaire, the participating firms re-
ceive an analysis in the form of a four page report containing the main find-
ings of the survey. In addition, they can access further information over the 
Internet. 

The questionnaire is divided into two parts. In the first part the firms are 
requested to indicate whether their sales, prices, demand, returns and num-
ber of employees have, in the respective previous quarter, either decreased, 
stayed the same, or increased. Moreover, they are asked to give an assess-
ment for the upcoming quarter. The second part of the survey is dedicated to 
present-day economic and political issues. Issues cover (i) training, appren-
ticeship training and skill mix, (ii) diffusion of information and communica-
tion technologies, (iii) current and expected development of the demand for 
heterogeneous labor and (iv) adjustment to demand fluctuations. These 
questions are repeated annually. Since the first quarter of 2001, the sampled 
firms also have the option of filling out the questionnaire online. Eight per-
cent of the participants actually used the online option. Kaiser (2001) finds 
that online and paper & pencil - respondents who returned the question-
naire either by mail or by fax-significantly differ from one another with re-
spect to their sales assessments. Moreover, item-nonresponse is more wide-
spread among online participants. 

Due to the fact that no official business register is available in Germany, 
the sample is drawn from the "MARKUS" firm data base made available to 
the ZEW by the Creditreform. It is a CD-Rom containing information on the 
entire set of firms found in the registers of Creditreform. Besides the indus-
trial classification code and number of employees, the data base contains 
firm sales, firm addresses and, in most cases, a contact person. Although 
this data base does not actually cover the entire population of firms in Ger-

2 The ZEW offers to send current survey results to an interested public. Send an 
email to konjunkturumfrage@zew.de to receive copies. The website http://www. 
zew.de/de/publikationen/branchenreportdienstleistungen.php3 also contains some 
information concerning the SSBS. 
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many, the MARKUS data base is the most complete sampling frame avail-
able for Germany (Licht and Stahl, 1995). The SSBS survey methodology is 
described in greater detail by Kaiser et al. (2000). Kaiser (2001) deals with 
unit-nonresponse and item-nonresponse, finding that firm size, sector af-
filiation and affiliation to East Germany significantly affect either. 

Although the SSBS is constructed as a panel data set, the use of panel 
data information is effectively hampered by two problems: First, since the 
second set of questions often requires that the respondent give metric infor-
mation, which is d i icul t to provide, item - nonresponse is a problem in the 
second part of the questionnaire. Firm size, sector ai l iat ion and ai l iat ion 
to East Germany cannot, however, explain item-nonresponse here. Secondly 
the SSBS is a versatile data set. Few firms regularly take part in the survey. 
Only 28 firms have participated in each of the SSBS-waves (28 to date). The 
mean number of surveys in which 3 firms within the sample participated is 
4.5 and the median is 1. The 25 and 75 quantiles are 0 and 15 respectively. 
Since sample refreshments take place and a marked increase in sample size 
occurred in the second quarter of 1997 firms however, had an unequal 
chance to take part in the SSBS. The ratio of the number of times a firm 
took part in the survey to the number of times it is included in the sample 
therefore might be more informative with respect to firm response behavior. 
Its mean is 0.3 with the 25, 50 and 75 percent quantiles being 0, 0.2 and 0.6 
respectively. 

3. Surveyed information 

The survey's core is its first part, which is repeated quarterly by the sur-
vey participants. Information includes firms' assessment of current and ex-
pected development of (i) sales, (ii) prices, (iii) demand, (iv) profit and (v) 
employment. Item - nonresponse very rarely occurs in the first part of the 
questionnaire. 

While the first set of questions does not change quarterly, the second set 
does. With the exception of the second quarter, the questions contained in 
the second part of the questionnaire are, however, repeated annually. Table 
2 briefly summarizes the general topics and the questionnaire contents in 
each quarter. 

4. Recent research 

Economic research carried out using the SSBS data can be divided into 
three main areas: (i) survey methodology, (ii) business cycle research and 
(iii) labor economics and firm performance.3 
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Survey methodology: Kaiser and Spitz (2000) suggest an econometric 
technique to quantify ordinal variables and apply it to SSBS data. The ef-
fects of political announcements on firms' answering patterns are analyzed 
by Kaiser (1998). He investigates the impact of discussions about the EMU 
starting date on firms' expectations concerning the eventual Euro-introduc-
tion, finding highly significant effects. 

Business cycle research: The lead / lag-relationship between manufactur-
ing industries and business-related services is studied by Kaiser and VoB 
(2000). While it is usually assumed that services lag behind manufacturing, 
the authors find mixed evidence. Depending on the choice of variables re-
presenting economic activity in manufacturing industries, they find either a 
contemporaneous relationship or that business-related services in fact lag 
behind manufacturing in the business cycle. A business climate indicator 
for the business-related services sector is developed by Kaiser and Buscher 
(1999). This indicator, the 'Service Sentiment Indicator' has been developed 
for and is distributed by the news agencies 'vereinigte wirtschaftsdienste' 
and 'Bloomberg'. 

Labor economics and firm performance: In a contribution to the current 
debate on the effects of ICTs on labor productivity, Bertschek and Kaiser 
(2001) investigate the joint effects of information- and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs) and workplace reorganization on labor productivity, finding 
insignificant differences in labor productivity between firms with and with-
out workplace reorganization. They also show that the partial output pro-
ductivities of ICT and non-ICT are insignificantly different from one an-
other. The effects of collective wage agreements on the adjustment of work-
ers and worker hours is investigated by Kaiser and Pfeiffer (2001). They de-
monstrate that collective wage agreements decrease firms' propensity to 
hire additional labor when faced by positive demand shocks, while they do 
not significantly affect their decision to release labor in case of a negative 
demand shock. Finally, Nguyen van et al. (2000) analyze the determinants of 
firm performance within a dynamic panel econometric framework. They 
find that effects of firm size, firm age and legal status depend very much on 
the initial state of economic health. 

3 In addition, Kaiser and Stirbock (1999) study the effects of the introduction of 
the Euro on firms' export behavior. 
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Table 2 
General topics and questionnaire contents 

First quarter: 

General topic: training, apprenticeship training and skill mix 
Available information: # of apprentices, training targets, timing of training, skill 
mix, PC-endowment 
Asked in waves: 8, 12, 16, 20, 24, 28 

Second quarter: 

General topic: diffusion of information- and communication technologies 
Available information: Internet access, e-commerce, e-mail access 
Asked in waves: 25 

Third quarter: 

General topic: current and expected development of demand for heterogeneous 
labor 
Available information: ordinal assessment of changes in skill mix, export activity, 
innovative activity 
Asked in waves: 6, 10, 14, 18, 22 

Fourth quarter: 

General topic: adjustment to demand fluctuations 
Available information: extent to which outsourcing, cooperation, part-time work, 
free-lance work, adjustment of working-hours etc. are used to cope with demand 
fluctuations 
Asked in waves: 11, 15, 19, 23, 27 5 

5. Data access 

The ZEW is interested in sharing the data set with other researchers. Pub-
lic use files - for scientific use only - are available upon request. The request 
needs to contain a sketch of the research project. 

In order to avoid the identification of individual firms, metric information 
is provided in shares only, e.g. the number of high skilled workers is pro-
vided as a share of total employees. Researchers having experience with the 
public use files are invited to work with the original data at the ZEW. 

Data on selected sectors are provided for academic teaching. SBSS data 
material has been recently used for courses in applied econometrics at the 
University of Mannheim (Professor Bernd Fitzenberger, Ph.D.) and at the 
University of Munich (Ulrich Kaiser). 

All data requests should be sent to konjunkturumfrage@zew.de. 
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